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Introduction
 Primary school enrollment in Kenya has increased 
since introduction of free primary education in 
2003 
 This shows hope for children from economically 
disadvantaged segments of society
 However, students' performance in national, 
regional and local examinations in those 
communities continues to be far below average
 This presentation discusses preliminary findings 
from a recent study that explored reading habits, 
availability of reading materials and reading 
environment in one of those communities
Location Overview
 Kenya - slightly more than twice the size of Nevada 
◦ Population: 43,013,341 (July 2012 est.)
◦ Literacy  (age 15 & over can read & write) - 85.1%
 Ontulili Location  
◦ Population: 20,000 (2011)
◦ Area: 84.5563 mi² (219 km²) - about half livable
Education For All (EFA)
 An international initiative launched in 
Thailand, in 1990 to bring the benefits of 
education to “every citizen in every 
society”
 In 2000 in Dakar, 164 governments 
pledged to achieve EFA and identified six 
goals to be met by 2015
A brief history of reading
 Reading of printed materials, and formal 
education as we know it today, has a 
relatively short history in Kenya
 Introduced by colonialists and missionaries –
not promoted as something to derive 
pleasure from
Research Questions
 What are the factors that have led to below 
average performance in examinations among 
school-age children in Ontulili?
 What are the leading factors in the 
underdevelopment of reading habits and skills 
among school-age children in Ontulili?
 How can the effect of those factors be 
mitigated?
Study design
 Face to face interviews with students, 
teachers and parents
 Survey with standardized questions
 Students sample obtained through multi-
stage sampling 
 5 schools grades 1 thru 8
 Sample size – 171
Whom do you live with – a glance at the 
household composition 
Parents, other family - 59.1%
Mother, other family – 24.6%
Father, other family – 4.7 %
Grandmother, other family – 8.8%
Sibling (s), other family – 2.3 %
Ability to read commonly used languages
Most students have never read a Kimeru text -
students’ first and usually used language
 Kiswahili ranked highest – one of the subjects 
taught in schools
 Reported English reading levels very high -
written texts reveal below average ability
 Abandonment of mother tongue for English +
not achieving competency in English
Reported reading is high but what is read? 
What is read is a function of what is available. 
How appropriate in terms of book grade level?
 8th graders reading even 2nd grade level story books
 Most read materials are text books, bible and exercise 
books
Rank where you read - 87.9% - have never 
been to a library, don’t know what library is
Reading story books can help do better in 
school
Yes: 98.8% 
 Write good composition, insha – 51.5%
 Learn new words, proverbs, spelling 
 Get more ideas
 Be better prepared for exams
 Enhance reading skills 
 Improve in language
 Have creativity 
School Environment 
Wanted to read but lacked specific book: 
Encyclopedia (44.4%), story books – 97.5%
Not enough teachers, Inadequate resources
 Repeated grade? Yes: 41.5 % 
Why?
 Didn’t know how to read – 15%
 Bad grades/failed exam  - 20.5%
 Changed schools, Class was full
 Family issues – 5.3% (lacked uniform, fees, etc)
Home Environment  
 Poverty leads to a challenging environment:
oChores preoccupy students free time 
oNon-conducive study environment – lack of 
lighting, food, encouragement to read, etc.
oSevere lack of reading materials
oParents have low literacy abilities, no parent-child 
book sharing
Siblings & Friends are very central in 
the respondents’ home & school 
learning environments  
 Parents low literacy abilities & absence in the 
home, traditions
 32.4% reported parents help with home work
 55.4% students read with a friend or friends
 23.75% students got reading materials from 
friends
Barriers to reading for pleasure
Environment - extreme poverty, parents with 
low literacy abilities, traditions
oChores at home – occupy leisure time
oLack of lighting 
oDeficient school environment 
oSevere lack of reading materials
oLeisure reading is not promoted
oNo libraries or school media centers
Effects of lack of reading for 
pleasure
 Underdeveloped reading habits, not 
achieving basic reading skills
 Poor educational performance
 Repeating grades 
 Drop outs
 Low literacy levels community-wide
School 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 Mean
Kangaita 190.00 174.00 201.41 202.05 211.77 194.76 164.08 192.44
Kiranga 190.72 168.81 194.00 169.90 179.38 180.56
Ndemu 199.48 219.40 218.92 244.38 262.00 241.35 249.09 233.52
Nkandone 180.00 203.00 168.19 183.73
Ontulili 197.85 197.80 200.37 212.29 195.50 182.31 215.66 200.25
Mean 195.78 197.07 202.86 206.88 208.65 198.26 195.28
School scores in Kenya Certificate of Primary Education 
(out of a possible 500) 2005-2011
Conclusions
 Reading for pleasure is uncommon, students do 
not develop a reading habit
 Reading materials are scarce, including those in 
the local languages & dialects, exposure to print 
is minimal
 Reading skills are very low – many graduate 
from primary school not achieving basic reading 
skills
 Educational performance is below average 
attributable in part to poor reading skills
Conclusions
 Quality lacks in the free primary education
 Quality education has to be preceded by a 
sustained reading culture
“Moderate associations of print exposure with 
academic achievement indicate that frequent 
readers are more successful students. Interestingly, 
poor readers also appear to benefit from 
independent leisure time reading.” (Mol & Bus, 
2011)
Recommendations
 Education policy – situate/recognize the 
library as a vital institution in attaining quality 
education and improving literacy in the 
community
 Establish fully equipped libraries 
 Reading for pleasure campaigns for entire 
community - encourage a habit of reading 
 Budget allocation for reading resources 
beyond textbooks
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